PSALMS   OF   THE   SISTERS
Even in the shorter gathas we may eliminate the common
stock of refrains, and yet discern, in each residuum, a dis-
tinctly and pathetically individual note, telling its own
story of a supreme ' conjuncture' seized, of Nibbana (in
its later Sanskrit form, Nirvana) or Arahaiitship won.
More interesting, to the social historian, than the peace
they hymned is the account of the various motives that
drove women, when Buddhism had arisen, from the world
to embrace the an-aydriya or homeless life. These motives
are as diverse as those revealed in the records of Christian
inonasticism. Across time and space a common humanity
is manifest. In some cases it is the drawing power of the
Dhamma, preached by the Buddha, or by a senior disciple
of either sex, which brings about the crisis. The mental
upheaval or commotion (sagrer/a) produced in the hearer
is occasioned, not so much by a 'sense of sin/ as by the
flash of insight into universal impermanence in all things
human and divine, and by the prospect of being reborn,
world without end, in the infinite chain of life, ever renew-
ing itself in the resultants of its own acts.
In other cases it is the vis a tergo of goading circum-
stance that impels the woman to break out of the groove.
Escape, deliverance, freedom from suffering mental, moral,
domestic, social—from some situation that has become
intolerable—is hymned in the verses and explained in the
Commentary. The bereaved mother, the childless widow,
are emancipated from grief and contumely; the Magdalen
from remorse, the wife of raja or rich man from the satiety
and emptiness of an idle life of luxury, the poor man's wife
from care and drudgery, the young girl from the humilia-
tion of being handed over to the suitor who bids highest,
the thoughtful woman from the ban imposed upon her
intellectual development by convention and tradition. It
is a suggestive point that the percentage of Sisters' Psalms,
in which the goal achieved is envisaged as Emancipation,
Liberty won—about 23 per cent.—is considerably greater
than the corresponding proportion in the Psalms by the
Brethren (13 per cent.)- In most cases, the male singer

